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Slow Emergencies 

Considering Provisional Urbanism in Detroit's Bankruptcy 

by Melissa Hollingsworth, landscape architect and James Witherspoon, architect 



Unlike event-specific emergencies (such 
as natural disasters, militaristic or civic 
warfare) in which a catastrophic episode 
clearly defines both the moment of crisis 
and triggers the immediacy of response, 
a fiscal crisis such as that In Detroit may 
never be defined by one act or sudden 
disaster. Instead it is cumulative - it 
linger - subject to political cycles, budget 
challenges, and speculation. This form 
of slow emergency, although noticeable 
to those immediately affected, may 
continue for years, even decades before 
awareness and support is given on a 
national and international scale. 

Detroit is the archetype of the slow 
emergency. Its dynamic history has been 
well documented; from its pinnacle as 
an industrial powerhouse to its dramatic 
economic collapse and population loss. 
Detroit has become notorious for its 
city wide failures, and has captured the 
public's imagination and fears. Detroit's 
slow emergency, like those seen in many 
failing Western industrial cities, grew 
slowly out of a confluence of social, 
political, and financial challenges that 
ultimately led to a landscape which has 
b^ome synonymous with urban decay 
and blight. 

On July 18, 2013, Detroit's emergency 



manager filed for chapter 9 bankruptcy 
protections, the largest municipal 
bankruptcy filing in American history. 
Although the declaration of bankruptcy 
was not catastrophic in terms of causing 
sudden damage or suffering, such as a 
hurricane or flood, the filing provided 
a precise demarcation in the otherwise 
indeterminate timescale that describes 
the city's ongoing state of emergency. 

While the government continues to 
struggle with fundamentaLchallenges, 
the city has seen substantial investment 
from the private sector. In contrast 
to the slow decline of population and 
subsequent decay of abandoned building 
stock, rapid property acquisition and 
the recent resurgence of certain areas 
in the city has challenged architects to 
reconsider their role as they engage with 
the pace of these developments. In a field 
that tends toward slowness - in both the 
practice of architecture as well as the 
process of building and construction — a 
certain agility is required to manage this 
changing landscape. 

In response to such conditions many 
individuals, impatient with the slowness 
of typical architecture, have begun to 
turn to a new approach to the built 
environment, one where permanent 



has become a lot less permanent. 
Communities, landlords, governmental 
bodies, entrepreneurs, artists, private and 
public sectors eager to combat vacancy 
and rebuild their city have turned to 
alternative, tactical interventions to 
address Detroit's slow emergency and 
bankruptcy. ^ 

It is not surprising that Detroit has 
become a playground for pop-up retail 
and architecture, as the city has all the 
key ingredients to create a successful 
pop-up space; abundance of underused 
or empty space, low-cost real estate, 
minimal regulation enforcements, 
shortage of retail competition, and low 
start-up costs. Pop-up architecture has 
become a catalyst for changing negative 
perception of Detroit by activating 
property that would normally be 
vacant and blighted within the greater 
downtown area^ 

While the concept provisional 
urbanism and temporary environments 
has a peripheral history in architecture 
theory, the ubiquity of social media 
coupled with a population shifting back 
toward urban centers and the fiscal strain 



1. L. Kusisto, Developer Proposes Baby Sieps for 
Detroit, «Tlie Wall Street Journal», March 28, 
2013. 
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DETROIT BANRUPTCY 2013 

MARCH: DETROIT DECLARATION OF A 
FINANCIAL EMERGENCY 

JULY: THE CITY OF DETROIT FILED CHAP- 
TER 9 BANKRUPTCY. 

DECEMBER: THE BANKRUPTCY COURT 
RULED DETROIT ELIGIBLE FOR CHAPTER 
9 ON ITS DEBT. 

IT IS THE LARGEST MUNICIPAL 
BANKRUPTCY FILING IN US HISTORY OF 
DEBT, $18-20 BILLION. 
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of the economic recession on municipal 
budgets has created a perfect landscape 
for the propagation and celebration 
of these previously fringe activities. 
Architectural interventions such as 
pop-up retail, food trucks, guerilla 
gardening, place based art, and informal 
community parks are some of the 
initiatives currently being use to tackle 
Detroit's slow emergency. Although 
these types of provisional urbanism 
have become common in larger cities 
such as Berlin, Paris, London, New York 
and other American cities, it is only 
recently that these efforts have gained 
mainstream momentum and media 
recognition within metro Detroit. 

In a broader sense, provisional 
urbanism has been practiced by necessity 
for years in Detroit. Whether through 
the occupation of abandoned structures, 
the hijacking of public utilities, or the 
unsanctioned use of city land for food 
production and informal economies, 
the history of Detroit's DIY culture 
has grown out of the divestment an^i 
disenfranchisement of a large urban 
population who sought to create 
basic quality of life elements out of a 
significantly defunct urban environment. 
For a variety of reasons, these activities 
have not garnered the media attention 
or acclaim that recent placemaking 
activities have, but the tactics involved 
in their execution share similar origins, 
often cultivated in direct response to 
the anemic public spaces and streets 
created by the failed policy and planning 
initiatives. 

Michel de Certeau describes the 
difference between tactics and strategies 
as: «A tactic depends on time and 
must constantly manipulate events in 
order to turn them into opportunities». 
A strategy refers to «the calculus of 
force-relationships when a subject of 
will and power can be isolated from an 
environment»^. In other words: strategies 
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DETROIT'S D.IX CULTURE HAS GROWN OUT OF THE DIVESTMENT AND DISENFRANCHISEMENT 
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THE TACTICAL CREATIVE RESISTANCE [SHOWN ABOVE) ARE BEGINNING TO BE ABSORBED INTO 
MAIWSTREAM STRATEGIES, AMD POLICIES BY MEDIA, PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SECTORS, GDVERNWIENTAL 
BODIES, AND CONIMERCIAL ENTERPRISES. 
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carry the benefit of the dominant 
mainstream viewpoint, whereas tactics 
grow out of a creative resistance to the 
status quo. 

While it is critical that the design 
professions engage with and participate 
in short term and temporary forms 
of urbanism, it is also important to 
remember that this movement is a 
symptom of, not a solution to, larger 
issues of failed policy, unsuccessful 
urban planning, and social inequity. 
Particularly as these tactics are absorbed 
by the mainstream^ and in many cases 



codified by urban municipalities, design 
professionals should recognize that 
provisional urbanism is only a stopgap 
for broader strategies that can address 
the fundamental challenges facing 
public space. While they bring much 
needed public attention and provide an 
opportunity for creative experimentation 
in a low risk environment, the slow 
emergency that created the challenges 
seen today in cities like Detroit will 
require an extended framework and 
strategy for long term restructuring that 
is not provisional, tactical, or quick. 

M.H.-J.W. 
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